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Chapter One
 

Janet was so used to sleeping through screams and slamming doors that the question barely penetrated her consciousness. A light touch on her thigh startled her out of sleep and she bolted upright, her heart pounding as the seat belt tightened against her body. She blinked and realized that she was in a car with a man whose name she did not even know. Instinctively, one hand clenched her small pack and the other reached for the door handle. 

“Where do you want out?”

She turned to the driver in confusion. “What?” 

“Hello? We’re in Pennington. This is where you wanted out, remember?”

“Right.” Janet looked around. While she had been sleeping, they had covered almost a hundred and fifty miles.

“How about here?” the driver asked, as he slowed the big car down. 

“Here” was a small park, surrounded on three sides by the red brick courthouse, city hall and library. Water splashed from a fountain in the center of the park where a monument stood. Janet knew just where each of her dead ancestor’s names was inscribed on its length.

“It’s perfect. Thank you,” Janet said. “I appreciate you giving me a lift.”

 “Don’t mention it.” The taciturn driver kept his eyes on his rearview mirror in preparation for pulling back out onto the street. 

“Thanks anyway.” Closing the door behind her, Janet stood on the curb, basking in the heat as she watched the sedan drive away. The air conditioner had been turned up high and she was relieved to finally be warm again. 

As she blinked in the hot Alabama sun, Janet’s gaze fell on a modest building across the street. The restaurant might have a fresh coat of paint and new sign but she remembered when it had been called Mama’s Place.

With a glance each way, Janet crossed the street toward the restaurant.  She glared up at the bells that jangled noisily as she pulled open the door. After years of alarms sounding for every entry and exit, she loathed having her presence announced.

The waitress looked up from filling salt shakers. Smiling broadly, the full-figured blonde called out, “Welcome to Sallie Lee’s.” Wearing a tight-fitting T-shirt emblazoned with Sallie Lee’s—Simple Food, Well Done in red letters, she waved a blue, four-pound box of iodized salt nonchalantly at the marbled Formica lunch counter. “Have a seat here for faster service.”

Janet gazed around the empty restaurant. The place was decorated in early diner chrome with maroon vinyl and tile accents. The tabletops were a bright white and the walls were decorated with paintings and photographs from local artists.

Raising an eyebrow at the idea that service to the sole customer would be a factor wherever she sat, Janet let the door swing closed behind her. “Quite a crowd you’ve got here,” she said, sarcastically. “You sure you can seat me without a reservation?”

“We have the supper to-go crowd going to be coming in any minute, so you won’t be alone for long,” the waitress replied tartly. 

“All right,” Janet answered mildly. 

She moved over to the long counter, dropped her backpack to the floor and sat down. Janet picked up a laminated menu card from beside the chrome napkin holder. The metal shone so brightly she could see herself in it. She had just started to read the menu when the waitress moved in front of her.

“You want something to drink to start off? We’ve got coffee, soda, iced tea and lemonade.” 

The waitress looked to be in her late twenties. Her blond hair was pulled back into a ponytail and when she smiled, Janet could see her crooked front tooth. The small imperfection was disarming and Janet felt a bit of guilt for her earlier attitude.

Before Janet could make a drink decision, another woman came out of the back. “I’ve finally gotten the dishwashing sanitizer running again. I’m really starting to think that that machine hates me.” She appeared frazzled, her white chef’s coat stained with yellow and red sauces. Her long dark hair was kept off her face in a single braid and she impatiently pushed a stray strand behind an ear. 

Taking in the newcomer with a single glance, she smiled broadly. “Welcome to my place. Is Della tending to your every need?”

“She’s trying.”

“I don’t see a drink in front of you.”

“Oh, I’ll have a lemonade, please, ma’am.” 

“Good choice,” Sallie Lee complimented her. “That vintage is especially good today.”

“Tell her you like it, she squeezed the lemons her own self,” Della said out the side of her mouth as she moved by them both to fill the glass from a big pitcher.

Sallie Lee asked, “What can I get you?”

“Do you have any recommendations?”

“This is my place, sugar. I would be foolish to offer anything I wouldn’t recommend.” Sallie Lee crossed her arms. “Do you want to go for a sandwich or try a potpie?”

“I’m not much of meat pie fan. What kinds of sandwiches do you have?”

“I’d give the meatloaf a try. Moist with just a hint of heat.”

“Okay. I’ll have that and fries.”

“Coming right up,” Sallie Lee promised as she walked back into the kitchen, hips swaying suggestively as she moved. Janet’s eyes lingered on the woman’s backside before she sighed and dragged her attention back to the counter in front of her. This was neither the time nor the place to be cruising a total stranger, she admonished herself.

The hanging door to the kitchen swung shut behind Sallie Lee as the phone rang. Janet watched as Della picked it up and wrote up a quick order. Afterward, she walked to the kitchen door and gave it a shove.

“Lee, Luke Fox wants four hens in a bowl with a lid on wheels,” she called out.

“Got it,” came the strong voice from the kitchen.

When Della returned to wiping down the counter, Janet asked her. “What did that mean—hens in a bowl?”

“Chicken soup. With lids means the potpie and wheels on means that it’s a to-go order.”

“Kind of complicated.”

“You have no idea.” Della grinned and leaned closer. “Don’t tell anyone that I told you the code,” she whispered.

“Why? You’d have to change it then?”

“No, darling. I’d have to kill you.” She snapped a wad gum between her teeth and walked back over to answer the ringing phone.

While Janet waited for her meal, the phone continued to ring. Most all of them were for Sallie Lee’s fresh made chicken potpies. The waitress and the chef worked well together, preparing the orders, bagging them up and taking the money from the men and women who rushed in to pick up their dinners on their way home. Sallie Lee and Della joked with their customers as they made quick work of the rush. 

Janet was kept entertained throughout her meal by the antics and banter. The sound of her straw slurping up the last of her drink surprised her and she looked mournfully down at her empty plate. 

Sallie Lee sauntered over. “Can I get you a refill on your lemonade?”

“Thank you, yes,” Janet answered, smacking her lips. “This is good stuff. I can’t remember the last time I had a glass of real lemonade.” Holding out the glass, she asked,  “Tell me, is there a cheap hotel in town?”

Sallie Lee smiled. “No, dear. We don’t even have an expensive one. It has been years since we’ve had enough visitors to sustain a hotel or motel. Everybody just passes through on their way somewhere else.”

“Oh.” Janet was shaken by the news. She had planned on finding a place to stay while she got her bearings.

Sallie Lee poured another glass of lemonade and put it down in front of Janet. “Isn’t anyone expecting you?”

“No, ma’am.”  

“Kind of a strange place to stop then. This place is smack in the middle of nowhere.”

“There used to be a couple of motels down on Route 128 but they closed after the interstate opened,” Della added.

Janet bowed her head and sat silently. She felt almost lightheaded from the bad news. Clasping her hands together, she concentrated on breathing deeply until the feeling of panic subsided. A young psychiatric resident had once taught her about using deep breathing to promote relaxation and to manage strong emotions. She needed to practice it now more than ever.

“Have you ever been here before?” Sallie Lee asked suddenly, eyeing her more closely. 

Janet looked up, her eyes briefly making contact before darting away. “Here? No, I’ve never been in your restaurant before,” Janet equivocated automatically.

“It’s just that you look real familiar.” Sallie Lee replied with a smile. 

Janet automatically smiled back and saw that it was triggering a memory. “I get that a lot,” she answered as she schooled her expression. She stood and reached into her pants pocket for her wallet. “What do I owe you?”

Sallie Lee told her the total and Janet left a tip out of the change. With a nod to the owner and waitress, she shouldered her backpack and headed outside. 

On the street, she froze briefly in panic. This day was turning into one of her nightmares. Not only did she not have anywhere to stay but she had not expected anyone to recognize her. Considering how good the meal was Janet regretfully decided that she needed to stay away from the restaurant in the future. 

The heat of the day was starting to ease and there was a slight breeze that played with her hair. She took a deep breath and then another for good measure and could feel her shoulders loosening slightly. She pushed her bangs out of her eyes and looked both ways down the quiet street. As she crossed over toward the town hall, she wondered where she was going to spend the night.

Janet shivered. She had not expected to react so strongly to returning. Closing her eyes, she breathed in the muggy, late afternoon air and listened to the gentle splash of water in the fountain. Things sure sounded the same, she thought with some surprise.

She opened her eyes again and slowly turned around in a complete circle. The town looked exactly like she remembered it. There were no new buildings or any development at all in sight. Even the trees seemed to be the same size. She was almost disappointed that the town had not changed as much as she had. She had half expected to not be able to recognize anything.

Shaking her head at herself, she walked over to the memorial obelisk and read the names of those who had died protecting this small corner of Alabama from foreign foes. She paced around it and traced her finger over her uncle’s name from the Vietnam War and her great-great-grandfather from the War Between the States. Most of the families in the town had at least one member’s name up on the monument. Seeing how little space was left, she mused that if there was another war, there would not be any space left for their names. Given the deserted feel to the square, she guessed that there were not that many potential soldiers left in town.

Setting her backpack on the ground, Janet sat on the edge of the fountain. She wet her bandana in the water and ran the damp cloth over her face and the back of her neck. She felt stale and the dried sweat felt gritty under her fingers. Even though she had managed to clean up a little at the gas station restroom before bumming a ride, it had been three days since her last shower.  With no motel in town, she wondered when she would next be clean.

For a moment, she questioned whether returning was a good idea. Slapping her palms on her thighs, she dismissed that line of thought as a waste of time. She was here and she would deal with whatever came her way. Janet climbed to her feet and slung her pack over her shoulder. With a determined step, she left the park and crossed the street. 

She thought that she should start by walking over to her old high school. She remembered spending summer nights as a kid in the pecan grove behind the school stadium. The students would scare each other with the story of newly freed slaves being burned alive by vengeful whites in the grove following the Civil War. Supposedly, their ghostly wails of terror could be heard most summer evenings and it was a badge of honor to survive a night camped out in the grove. 

If she remembered correctly, there was a firepit in a small clearing along the boundary between the back of the bleachers and the start of the grove. Janet hoped it was still there and that it would prove to be a safe place to spend the night. 

She strode the four blocks to the school and was astounded at how small its concrete block walls were. Casually glancing around, she made sure that she was alone before she slung her backpack over the chain-link fence that ran around the school property. She then slid herself between the post and gate. The fit was a bit tighter than when she was a student but she managed to squeak through without losing too much skin or tearing her clothes. Janet grabbed her pack and moved as quickly as she could to the trail leading down to the track and football field. Once there, she was no longer visible from the street and she took the time to study her surroundings.

Kudzu had engulfed the slight hills on either side of the home bleachers and had even spread to cover the surrounding trees. The lush invader and its ability to grow a foot a day in the summer had defeated the best attempts by the school’s staff to contain its spread. She could see the glint from soda cans and bottles that were nestled among its green leaves. The footing was treacherous and she moved carefully downhill, hoping not to scare any snakes into biting her.

Concerned that some maintenance people might still be around, she quickly checked behind and around her for signs of life. Janet froze when a squirrel moving into deeper cover shook a branch in front of her. She took a calming breath and continued to make her way across the track and football field to the visitor’s bleachers. 

The transition from the bright heat to the cool dark was refreshing. She made her way beneath the bleachers to the farthest corner from the school, scuffing through candy wrappers and cigarette butts. The area behind that section of the visitor seats was overgrown and Janet had to force her way through blackberry brambles. She had begun to worry that the area might be too wild to risk camping out in when she broke through to a small clearing.  

Several logs were laid around a firepit. The ash in the circle of stones couldn’t be more than a week old. She shook her head at the idea that those horror stories continued to be shared with the next generation of students. It amazed her that this place was still being used.

Janet walked around the clearing before choosing a spot away from the trees. She unrolled her sleeping pad and got a fleece blanket out of her backpack. She pushed her way farther into the woods before dropping her pants and squatting to pee. Once she returned to the campsite, she lay down and stared up through the greenery at the sky darkening from orange to purple to full dark. She fell asleep as the first stars appeared.



Chapter Two
 

 “Y’all take care,” Della called as the last of the potpies was carried out the door. She turned the deadbolt and closed the blinds. “We’re clear, Lee.”

“Good job. I just have to finish this batter. What’s left for you to do?”

“I’ve got that last customer’s dishes here and I’ll close out the register,” Della said as she changed the radio station from country music to rock. “I should get hazard pay for having to listen to that crap all day.”

Sallie Lee answered, “We’ve got an image to uphold as a country kitchen. The music twangs during business hours.” 

“Twang this,” Della replied, as she made an obscene gesture and turned up the volume on No Doubt, singing “Hey, baby, hey.”

“What did you say?” 

“I didn’t say nothing.”

“Well, I heard something,” Sallie Lee retorted.

“What you’re hearing is a decent tune for a change.” Della pulled out the ten-key and sat down with the drawer from the cash register. She laid out the bills in stacks and counted the change. Collecting the checks and credit card receipts, she began calculating the day’s take.

Sallie Lee came out from the kitchen to grab the dish bin. “Good, we’ll have a full load with these here.”

Muttering to herself, Della slowly filled out the deposit form and put the cash and checks into the bank bag. She locked it and put the key in the cash drawer and the cash drawer into the small safe under the counter. “I’m done,” she said, waving the bag at Sallie Lee. “You need any help back there?”

“Nope. The dishwasher is running and it’s time to put this puppy to bed.”

Della took off her apron and hung it up. She picked up her purse and went over to where Sallie Lee was waiting by the back door.

“Are you taking anything home to Daryl?” Sallie Lee asked as she took the bank bag Della handed to her. She reached behind the cabinet to turn off the lights and overhead fan.

Della laughed. “No, it’s his turn to fix me dinner. He didn’t go into the store today since he had that training up north all morning. The kids should be clean and the meal on the table when I walk in the door.”

Raising an eyebrow in disbelief, Sallie Lee shook her head. “You’ve got the pizza parlor’s number on speed dial just in case, don’t you?”

“Yep,” Della replied as she got in her silver Chevy Impala. “I’m more prepared than the Boy Scouts.” She unrolled the window and called, “See you tomorrow morning. Do you need me to wait?”

“No, thanks. I’ll just walk if she refuses to go anywhere.” 

Sallie Lee climbed into her Blazer and held her breath that the battery had enough juice to start the engine. Her younger sister had given her the SUV when, following the birth of her second child, she felt compelled to get a minivan. The truck had been growing more temperamental in the past year, making every attempt to go anywhere an adventure. She knew she needed to get a more reliable car but could not find the time when it was not working and did not have the energy when it was. The engine coughed to life, so she just sighed and put it in gear for the short drive to the bank where she made the night drop. 

Sallie Lee nursed her car home and pulled into the driveway. She sat for a few moments looking at her house. It was her daddy’s family home and the outside looked similar to what it had while she was growing up because she kept painting it the same bluish gray color and had never considering planting anything but the azaleas and camellias that had fragrantly surrounded the place since before her birth. 

She got out of the Blazer and entered the house by the screened-in back porch.  Putting one knee on the couch, she leaned over to reach the cord to draw apart the curtains and open the blinds of the living room before she crossed to the front door and collected the mail. The house stayed cooler with the blinds closed during the day but, at night, she liked sitting inside and watching the darkness approach.

Most of the furnishings were the same as when she inherited the house. Her older brother had already set up his home and did not need any of the furniture and her younger sister had an aversion to anything that reminded her of her past.  Deep in thought about the history of her family home, she opened the rest of the curtains.

Sallie Lee walked upstairs to take off her shoes and change into shorts and a tank top. She had refurbished the master bedroom and bath on the second floor and had turned her old bedroom into a guest room. As she returned downstairs, she mused about what a great comfort it was to come into the same house in which three generations of Hybart women had cooked, cleaned and lived.

The kitchen was where the major modernization had taken place. She had installed state-of-the-art appliances and updated the lighting. She had also added a large workspace for preparing food and replaced the laminate countertops with granite. Opening up the old-fashioned pantry and laundry room into the larger space of the kitchen gave the entire side of the house a feeling of space. She loved being able to come home from all day at the restaurant and still feel energized enough to be culinarily creative.

Tonight, she peeled a couple of eggplants before she sliced them thinly and sprinkled them with salt. All day she had had an urge for Eggplant Parmesan. Her version was almost eggplant pasta and it took only about a minute to cook. She carried the completed meal into the living room and ate it in front of Headline News. After watching the main stories from the day, she switched to The Weather Channel for the next day’s forecast. She saw pretty much what she expected, more heat and humidity, and turned off the television to sit in the dark. Her mind went back to the stranger who had come into the diner.

Sallie Lee was bothered by the memory of her smile. She was sure that this woman was no simple traveler who had wandered randomly into this small town. Thinking best on her feet, she began pacing around the house as she worried at the stranger’s familiarity. Frustrated, she plopped down at the piano in the parlor. After playing a couple of scales, she looked up at the family pictures on the cabinet. Standing up to get closer to the portraits, she was flooded with memories when she saw a picture of her younger sister in her high school cheerleading uniform standing next to a girl with a large camera. 

That girl was smiling broadly and her eyes fairly shone with mischief. Except for having no wariness in her eyes, the girl in the pictures was unmistakably the woman from earlier today.

“My God,” she murmured. She put the picture down and thought about how the two girls had been joined at the hip all through elementary and high school. Wherever the one girl was the other would not be far away.

Sallie Lee could not remember exactly what had happened to change everything all those years ago. She had been away at college that spring and had only heard bits and pieces when she came home for the summer. It may have been the biggest town scandal in fifty years but her parents would not tolerate any discussion of it in the house. She was not able to learn anything when she went out, either. Whenever she walked around downtown, all conversation would stop until she passed. Now, Sallie Lee was nagged by a sudden need to know the whole story.

Tapping her teeth with the nail of her index finger, she wondered how she could get more information at this hour. She remembered cleaning out the rest of her sister’s things when she first started the renovations on the house and taking them up to the attic for storage. She was almost positive that the box of memorabilia from Julia Ann’s school days was still up there gathering dust.

Sallie Lee went into the kitchen and pulled down the stairs to the attic. The attic was oppressively hot and she immediately began to sweat. She toyed with the idea about forgetting it all and going back downstairs into the air conditioning before she determined to at least see if she could find the box of her sister’s stuff. If she were lucky, all of her sister’s things would be together. 

The two bare bulbs did not offer much in the way of light but they did attract several mosquitoes. Brushing them off her sweaty face, Sallie Lee made her way under the eaves to where she thought her sister’s things might be, careful to step only on the plywood sheets lying over the exposed insulation.

She found the box and carried it back downstairs to the kitchen table. She quickly drained a glass of iced tea and washed her face and hands. The box was filled with newspaper articles, track ribbons, a varsity cheerleading letter sweater and hundreds of old photographs. The clippings were yellow and brittle and many had been torn carelessly out of the newspaper. Sallie Lee spent some time trying to figure out the chronological order. 

The story that she finally pieced together had been written eighteen years ago on the scraps of paper laid out before her.  An unidentified young woman had wandered naked and bleeding onto Route 17. A passing truck had nearly hit her before another motorist stopped and helped her get to the hospital. Her injuries were serious. A concussion, a ruptured spleen and she had been sexually assaulted. There were other, more minor injuries. 

She flipped past clippings of editorials decrying the decay of society to the first mention of a missing teenager. She found a small piece, more concerned with the highlights of Jonathan Garrett’s high school football career than the fact that the young man had not returned home after the homecoming dance. Sallie Lee read in the next article that his body was found the following night in the same area as the girl had been rescued. The police promised a complete investigation and the boy’s family offered fifty thousand for information leading to the arrest and conviction of those responsible for his death.

Engrossed in her reading, she turned to the next paper and its scandalous lead story. The young woman, now identified as Janet Bouton, accused Jonathan of dragging her into the woods and assaulting her. She remembered trying to fight him off but had no memory of how she got away nor could she explain how he became injured. The article hinted at other misdeeds from Jonathan Garrett’s past but did not elaborate.

She shuffled through the rest of clippings. She felt almost ill as she read that the Garrett family had accused Janet of making up lies. They denied that their son could have had anything to do with Janet’s injuries and blamed her for the murder of their child. Her injuries, they claimed, were minor and self-inflicted. Other articles contradicted their claims and cited the motorist who picked her up and the hospital reports as proof that Jonathan might have killed her if she hadn’t protected herself. Jonathan’s bad end, it was speculated, only served him right. 

Sallie Lee set aside several articles that had alternate theories of the crime. At least one reporter was convinced that someone else altogether had interrupted the boy
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